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Oral History Interview 
With 
Mary Tolento 
February 19, 1979 
her home 
by Joan c. O'Brien 
T~ll me about your family. Do you know what 
part of Italy they came from? 
My mother came from Corsica. My father came from 
Italy but I couldn •·t tell you the name of the 
town he came from. 
Your parents both came from ••• 
From Europe. 
Did they come on a boat? 
I believe they came by boat. 
How old were your parents when they came? 
My mother >Nas 22 years old. My father, I believe 
was 29 years old. 
Were they married when they came here? 
Yes. 
You were telling me before about how they met, 
Will you repeat that? 
Yes. My mother was introduced to my father. He 
asked her if she would marry him that he w~s gp+ng 
to America. She had a period of time to make a 
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decision. She said yes, they got married and 
they came to A~erica. 
Where did they settle when they came? 
Alabama. 
You said your father had opened up a store? 
He had a country store. They aold meat and veg-
etables, and other products. 
Where were you born? 
I !Was born in Brooklyn. 
Why did your parents move to Brooklyn? 
My father's brother had gotten him a job in a 
candy factory and he came up here to apply for 
that job. When he settled he sent for my mother 
and the children. 
How many children were in your family? 
We were eight. 
What was it like for you growing up? 
We had the bare minimum. Of couree my mother was 
Widowed at an early age and she had eight children 
to support. She had to go on relief. As I said, 
my brothers went out and tried to earn money by 
shining shoes .- do what ever they could to get 
something. My father had passed away a month be-
for I was born. 
vv here was your mother working at that time? 
My mcther stayed home to take care of the house 
· and the children. 
Dld you follow many Italian customs? 
No I couldn't recall. I don't think that we did 
except for the food. 
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Your mother had a hard time of it, then? 
Yes, I rbelieve so. 
Did you ever experience any prejudice '. against you 
because you were an Italian? 
No, not really. MY mother did speak of the pre-
judice shown against the Blacks in Alabama. 
Did you live in an Italian neighborhood While you 
were growing up? 
Predominately Italian but there were other nation-
alities living there. 
What kind of an education did you have? Did you 
go to college? 
I graduat~d from high school. 
What about your parents, do you know? 
MY mother never had an education and I don't 
believe my father had one either. 
Did your mother want you to go to college? 
She didn't care one way or the other. My brother 
Arthur encouraged me to go. He said he would pay 
for it bu .t I really wasn't interested. 
But you could have gone if you had"" really wanted 
to. 
Yes. 
Do you believe in the importance of a good educa-
tion? 
I believe it is important to a man but not necess-
arily to a woman. I believe tha~ a woman is going 
to get married and have children and her place is 
in the home to raise those children. 
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That's very interesting. 
That doesn't go for everyone though. But that's 
the way I feel. .I-1y family came first. 
What religion are you? 
CXatholic. 
Did you ever belong to an Italian catholic church? 
No. Well it was an Italian church and they did 
.have Italian masses but I didn't attend those. 
The church you attend now is all different nation-
a~1tiea, right? It is in Warwick. 
Correct. 
TWll me how you feel about divorce. 
Divorce. It is no bed of roses bein$ married. 
You have ~ to work at ; it and it takes a lot o:f 
sacrifice ~ and trust in one another . But if two 
people can't live with e-ach ·· other then I believe 
they should be divorc•d. They would be better off. 
You married an Italian person, right? 
Yes. 
Was there ever any possibility of you marrying 
a nc:m-Italian? 
Yea. I dated other nationalities. ! (wasn't pre-
judiced. 
When you were growing up, did you associate with 
mostly Italians? 
Yes. 
Was that mostly because of your neighborhood? 
Yea. Right. 
Hew do you feel about welfare? 
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Like my husband does.(See interview With John 
Tolento) If a person needs help then by all 
means he should get it. 
Was your family ever~ 1nvolved in politics? 
No. 
Do you know of any old Italian stories or poems? 
NO. 
Would you like to see your children carry on 
some of the Italian traditions? 
Yea, I rwould. 
Such as? Your husband mentioned always being home 
~or dinner together, the holidays. 
Yea, abaolutely. Being with the family and sharing 
thing• t ·ogether. 
Your husband mentioned that family is very im-
portant while he was growing up. What about you? 
Do you remember? 
Well we really had very little contact because my 
mother's people were all separated. One went to 
Detroit, another moved to Pennsylvania. She had 
some relatives atill in Alabama. So she more or 
lea• had to depend on my father's family and she 
wasn't to keen about that. She tried to etand on 
her own two feet. She didn't encourage the rela-
tionship. 
How about within your own family, with your brothers 
and sisters? Were you close to them? 
Yes, I think ao. As best as we could be. 
You said that they were working. 
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Yes. Right. I can't recall really being to-
gether all at one time. 
It must have been very hard. 
Yes. My mother was always with the children. 
She worked very hard. She wa.sn' t a· ,domineering 
person. If you wanted to do som thing as long 
as it was the right thing she would go along 
With it~ 
D~d she speak Italian? 
Broken English. She knew French but coming to 
this country there weren't many people who epoke , 
French so she picked up Italian also. She spoke 
Italian with the Italians and spoke English, the 
best she oouldJwith her children. She didn't 
speak Italian to us. 
Did you learn Italian? 
Nt>. 
How do you feel about such things as anti-Italian 
jokes? 
It depends on the person who tells it. If I know 
that he's not prejudice against the Italians it 
doesn't bother. me. I'll laugh but you know, it 
hurts, it hurts inside. 
Hbw do you feel about all Italians being associated 
with the Mafia? 
Well, that isn't so. People are wrong to feel that 
way. 
Do you belong to any Italian organizations? 
NG, I don't. 
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Have you ever? 
No~ 
Your husband mentioned that you uaed to receive an 
Italian publication. 
Yes. 
Did you read it? 
Yes I did and I enjoped it very much because there 
were things in there Which I could relate to. 
D1) you think that it is important for Italian• 
to keep up their heritage? 
Yes, I do. 
Have you ever been to Italy? 
No. 
Would you like to visit? 
Yea, definitely. 
What areas would you like to visit? Would you like 
to go back to where your parents came from? 
Yea. And to visit Italy. To see all the beautiful 
things that they have. 
Do you consider yourself more of an Italian or 
more of an American? 
More of an American. 
But you ane proud of your h•ritage? 
Yes. 
Do y,ou like being Italian? 
Yes. I'm very proud to be ~ne. 
Thank yop. 
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